Abstract The thematic issue of Biodiversity and Conservation devoted to the biodiversity and conservation of insects and other invertebrates is introduced. The issue comprises 23 original research papers covering diverse habitats from forests to grasslands, ponds and rivers to coasts, and the tropics to boreal regions. Amongst the organisms discussed are ants, bees, beetles, butterflies, crabs, microgastropods, millipedes, spiders, and weevils. Some of the difficulties of conserving the most species-rich groups of eukaryotes, in the face of ignorance as to their identities and positions in ecological processes, are noted and the precautionary principle is seen as a pragmatic and responsible approach.
and the tundra-yet the preservation of those organisms, and the ecological process in which they are involved, is critical for the continuance of Life as we know it into future eons.
Since its inception in 1992, one of the aims of Biodiversity and Conservation has been to raise awareness, within the wider conservation community, of issues related to less-studied groups of organisms. To that end, this thematic issue of Biodiversity and Conservation brings together a selection of 23 studies, submitted to the journal, which address diverse aspects of the biodiversity and conservation of insects and some other invertebrates. As these articles have been selected from regular submissions to the journal, and are not invited contributions, the coverage is necessarily eclectic rather than comprehensive, and the papers report original work rather than present reviews. However, in selecting papers for consideration for publication in the journal, one criterion used by the Editors is their potential interest to a broad range of biodiversity scientists and conservationists. Thus, it is anticipated that this selection of contributions will be attractive not just to entomologists and invertebrate zoologists.
A key issue in woodland and forest management policy is whether dead wood should be left in situ or removed. The consensus is now for its retention because of the so called ''saproxylics''. These are specialized fungi and insects confined to dead wood which, particularly in old-growth forest, include critically endangered or vulnerable species. These are the topic of four papers included here (Ranius and Roberge 2011; Svensson et al. 2011; Hébert et al. 2011 ). While it is beetles are the principle insect saproxylics of concern in forest ecosystems, invasive beetles can be significant factors in forest health (Borkowski and Podlaski 2011) , and they are far from the only insects and other invertebrates to be considered. Examples of others groups included here are spiders (Hsieh and Linsenmair 2011) , millipedes (Galanes and Thomlinson 2011) , bees (Abrahamczyk et al. 2011) , and a leaf-mining weevil (Kenis and co-workers 2011).
Outside forested areas, these kinds of organisms are also important in biodiversity management and conservation. For instance, ants have been found to have a role as bioindicators of land-management types (Chen et al. 2011) ; ground beetle assemblages may reflect soil perturbations (Ö dman et al. 2011) ; and dung beetle assemblages can also be linked to human influences (Carpaneto et al. 2011) . Other papers discuss invertebrate and vertebrate diversity in pampas vegetation (Medan et al. 2011) ; the conservation of the always fascinating trapdoor spiders (Engelbrecht and Prendini 2011) ; and parasitism in a bog-inhabiting butterfly (Schtickzelle and co-workers 2011).
Invertebrates have a long history of use as bioindicators of water quality, but may also be responsive to, or be threatened by, climatic change. This is particularly so in specialized habitats such as isolated water ''traps'' on mountains (Sauer et al. 2011 ). Included here is also an instance of the effects of stream restoration on carabid beetles and vegetation (Januschke et al. 2011) ; the use of invertebrates as a criterion in river assessments in Australia (Stewart 2011) ; and how invertebrate diversity correlates with that on pond plants (Hassall et al. 2011 ). The journal does not receive as many papers on coastal and marine organisms as I would like to see, but two involving invertebrates and coastal habitats are included here: one concerns the diversity of microgastropods in a tropical coastal environment (Albano et al. 2011 ) and the other, crabs in Brazilian mangrove communities (Colpo et al. 2011) .
Other key aspects of biodiversity and conservation include the roles of insects as pollinators, and an example involving Agave is included (Lindsay et al. 2011) . There is also the issue of introduced and invasive pests and their control, and a case involving an ant species in Australia is presented (Hoffmann 2011). The location and introduction of parasitoids of crop pests into new regions as a part of controlled biocontrol programmes is a further aspect of importance.
In such numerous groups of organisms, there is almost no end to the types of interorganismal interactions that could be described which would add to their importance for conservation. Species never live in isolation. For instance, in conserving a beetle species, any fungi obligately occurring on its exoskeleton, or living inside its hind-gut, could also be safeguarded (Weir and Hammond 1997, Lichtwardt 2012) . For numerous other cases, texts on the biodiversity and ecology of insects and other invertebrates should be consulted, and four pertinent works focusing on insects are discussed at the end of this thematic issue (Hawksworth 2011).
In the conservation of insects, and other speciose groups, where a high proportion of the species are unnamed and their ecological niches are unknown, the main focus has to be the protection of sites that are, as yet, hardly affected by human activity. Those are the places that will be the reservoirs (the ''in situ genetic resource collections'') that harbour the pollinators of plants, potential biocontrol agents of plants and insect pests, re-cyclers of dead animals and plants, and constitute the food or habitat of other organisms. The ''precautionary principle'' (Cooney and Dickson 2005) is consequently emphasized by Samways (2005) with respect to insect conservation policy. That is, to safeguard or mitigate as far as possible any potential losses. As we know so little of the possible consequences of the loss of any single species, the precautionary approach is possibly the only pragmatic and responsible one when considering the conservation of biodiversity in such groups.
There are, consequently, enormous opportunities for original research in documenting the insects and other invertebrates in particular habitats, as well as in unraveling their often-fascinating and unexpected roles and interactions in ecological networks and food webs. I hope that this collection of papers, which provides a snap-shot of current research in this particular aspect of biodiversity and conservation, will help inspire more enquiry. They may also have a role in educational courses as a series of case-studies. This will expose both graduate students and conservation scientists to approaches currently being taken to investigate and conserve these much-neglected, but so important, elements in the diversity of Life.
